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As work becomes more 
complex and collaborative, 
companies where people work together 
best have a competitive edge.    
Daniel Goleman

In the closing years of the 20th century, management has come to accept that people, and not cash, buildings, or equipment, are the critical differentiators of a business enterprise. As we move into the new millennium and find ourselves in a knowledge economy, it is undeniable that people are the profit lever. All the assets of an organization, other than people, are inert. They are passive resources that require human applications to generate value (Fitz-enz, 2000). 

Moreover, the rules of work are changing. People are being judged by a new yardstick: not just by how smart they are, or by their training and expertise, but also by how well they handle themselves and each other (Goleman, 1998). In addition to technical skills, the three most highly sought-after skills in new employees are increasingly oral communication, interpersonal abilities and teamwork abilities (Goleman, 1998). A study of what corporations are seeking in the MBAs they hire yields a similar list. The three most desired capabilities are communication skills, interpersonal skills, and initiative (Goleman, 1998).

This is where interpersonal relations come to play. Since we can see organizations as networks of connected people and as compositions of relationships, a large portion of work performance is tied to the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal connections. The quality of these connections has a great impact on people's ability to get work accomplished and on the functioning of the organization as a whole (Worline et al. in Lord et al. (eds.), 2002). As EEO Trust Survey (Charted Accountants Journal, 2004) found, 81% of respondents think that they are more productive at work if they have good personal relationships because they feel better. In other words, workplaces benefit if workers have good relationships. 

However, in reality we frequently cope with the opposite. At work, people regularly deal with people they dislike (Linder, 1994), with difficult people (Accounting Department Management Report, 2003) such as aggressive or conflicting people, or with problem people, for instance overly shy, introvert and non-sociable people. The impact of such people on working efficiency and effectiveness is enormous. To be exact, emotions are contagious. The transmission of mood is remarkably powerful. We all make each other feel a bit better (or a lot worse) as part of any contact we have (Goleman, 1998). For instance, troublesome colleagues in management can have a powerful negative capability and can easily make department heads look ineffective by withholding information or missing deadlines (Accounting Department Management Report, 2003).

Consequently, the purpose of the theoretical part of this article was to concisely explain the importance, types and ways of improving interpersonal relations at work. The purpose of the empirical part of the article was to explore the additional aspect of the issue – to explore if and to what extent the employees’ background influences interpersonal relations.

2.	INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS AT WORK

As Drucker (1999) explains, very few people work by themselves and achieve results by themselves – a few great artists, a few great scientists, a few great athletes. Most people work with other people and are effective through other people. To manage oneself, therefore, requires taking responsibility for relationships with other people. 

Some evolutionary thinkers see the key moment for the emergence of interpersonal relations and interpersonal skills as a point at which our ancestors moved from treetops to broad savannas - when social coordination in hunting and gathering paid huge dividends (Goleman, 1998). Yet, it was not before the 1920s and the so-called Human Resource approaches to management that management theoreticians and practitioners started putting an emphasis on the human side of the workplace. The Hawthorne studies, conducted by Mayo and his associates, were the first that helped shift the attention of managers and management researchers away from the technical and structural concerns of the classical approach and toward social and human concerns as keys to productivity. They showed that people’s feelings, attitudes, and relationships with coworkers should be important to management and they recognized the importance of the work group. 

To conclude, the contemporary meltdown of old organizational forms from a hierarchical wiring diagram into the mandala of a web, along with the ascendance of teamwork, increased the importance of traditional people skills such as building bonds, influence, and collaboration (Goleman, 1998).
A Dictionary of Human Resources & Personnel Management (1997) defines interpersonal relations as relations, communications and dealing with people. According to Toropov (1997), there are three main types of interpersonal relations at work or three main areas of dealing with coworkers: (1) dealing with subordinates, (2) dealing with peers, and (3) dealing with superiors.





Davis et al. (1996 in Hunt & Baruch, 2003) proposed a framework with five groupings of managerial skills, which they argue are essential for a manager to be successful: (1) administrative, (2) communication, (3) interpersonal, (4) leadership, and (5) motivation skills. As many as four out of the five groupings of managerial skills are skills needed for dealing with subordinates, that is skills required for good interpersonal relations with them.

Mintzberg (1975) defined three groups of roles of a manager (interpersonal, informational and decisional), among which interpersonal roles ranked first, i.e. they were positioned as a foundation. He explains that status comes from formal authority, which involves various interpersonal relations consequently leading to access to information. Information, in turn, enables the manager to make decisions and strategies for the unit. Mintzberg identified three interpersonal roles that are the prerequisites for the successful completion of a manager’s job: a figurehead role, a leader role, and a liaison role. 

Many management theoreticians worked on the identification of managerial skills and roles, and they all agree that interpersonal skills are essential skills, and that proficiency in those skills is what good and bad managers are distinguished by. In other words, interpersonal ineptitude in leaders lowers everyone’s performance: it wastes time, creates acrimony, corrodes motivation and commitment, and builds hostility and apathy (Goleman, 1998). 
Therefore, in order to successfully deal with their subordinates, managers should possess the following interpersonal skills: (1) relationship building – ability to develop and maintain conversation and interaction, (2) listening to others, (3) empathy – understanding others’ needs and feelings, (4) encouraging others to present their ideas, expose feelings and express opinions, and (5) giving feedback. Of the listed skills, listening skills are the beginning of successful communication, and they are especially important for good interpersonal relations with subordinates. Namely, when a manager listens, he/she is better able to communicate with others, get along with them, and support them (Browning, 2002). In other words, active listening is a key to empathy. Moreover, as Mark Loehr, a managing director at Salomon Smith Barney, observed to Goleman (1998): “When you communicate openly, you open the possibility of getting the best out of people – their energy, creativity. If you don’t, then they just feel like cogs in a machine, trapped and unhappy.” 

Together with the five groups of interpersonal skills, good leadership skills are crucial when dealing with subordinates, as Mintzberg recognized some 30 years ago. Contemporary managers use and should use the “soft” approach to conducting business and leading people. In other words, they should use the transformational leadership style (also called the interactive or emotional leadership style) to guide and motivate their people. This leadership style is characterized by cooperation, participation, teamwork, highly developed interpersonal skills, charismatic power, sharing of power and information, enhancing self-worth of others, energizing others, and setting a positive example (Pološki, 2001).





It is said that if an organization wants to improve the quality of its products/services, it should help team members develop their personal relationships, and look at each other more as people.

Several competencies are especially valuable when dealing with peers: (1) building bonds – nurturing instrumental relationships, (2) collaboration and cooperation – working with others toward shared goals, and (3) team capabilities – creating synergy in working toward a group (Goleman, 1998). People who are good at building bonds cultivate and maintain extensive informal networks, seek out relationships that are mutually beneficial, build rapport and keep others in the loop, and make and maintain personal friendships among work associates. People good in collaboration and cooperation balance the focus on the task with attention given to relationships, share plans, information and resources; they promote a friendly, cooperative climate; and they spot and nurture opportunities for collaboration. Team capabilities, in other words creating group synergy in pursuing collective goals, are also important because when teams work well, turnover and absenteeism decline, while productivity tends to rise (Moreland et al. in Goleman, 1998).

In dealing with peers, calmness and patience are key issues (Walter V. Clarke Associates, 1997 in Goleman, 1998). As mentioned before, the emotional economy is the sum total of the exchanges of feelings among us. Every encounter can be weighted along a scale from emotionally toxic to nourishing. While its operation is largely invisible, this economy can have immense benefits for a business or for the tone of the organizational life (Goleman, 1998). In other words, good feelings spread more powerfully than bad ones, and the effects are extremely salutary, boosting cooperation, fairness, collaboration, and the overall group performance (Goleman, 1998). 

Finally, one of the skills that enables good interpersonal relations among colleagues at work is conflict management. Although essential when dealing both with superiors and subordinates, conflict management is particularly useful for negotiating and resolving disagreements among peers. People with this competence handle difficult people and tense situations with diplomacy and tact, spot potential conflict, bring disagreements into the open, encourage debate and open discussion, and orchestrate win-win solutions (Goleman, 1998).

2.3. Dealing with superiors

Interactions with superiors probably have a greater impact on the employee’s career success than his/her contacts with any other individual within the organization (Toropov, 1997). That is why the area of dealing with superiors should not be neglected, as it usually is in contemporary management literature.

Toropov (1997) gives tips for effective day-to-day interactions with superiors. He advises to keep the appeals with a boss brief, get right to the point, and stick with the facts that can act as a backup. He also advises to know when to offer help without being asked for it, to take the blame and move on in tough times, and when in doubt, assume personal responsibility. When dealing with superiors, it is wise to give positive reinforcement. The employee should praise his/her boss for meeting, listening, understanding, being open-minded, and being willing to work with him/her (Knippen & Green, 1999a). Additionally, Toropov (1997) warns never to pass along workplace gossip that includes the boss’s name, he suggests to identify a shared nonwork-related interest with a boss, and to take notes when speaking with a superior because that sends a series of important messages such as: “I’m listening” or “What you’re saying is important enough to record in a permanent medium.”

As a final point, bosses prefer dealing with employees with which they can effectively communicate, on which they can rely, and which support them. In addition, they prefer dealing with employees who are not overly aggressive with them (Walter V. Clarke Associates, 1997 in Goleman, 1998). In other words, they prefer dealing with employees who are able to calm down the working atmosphere or have a tranquilizing persona. 

3.	RESEARCH PROBLEM AND HYPOTHESES

The research problem of the empirical part of this article was, as already mentioned, interdependence between interpersonal relations at work and employees’ backgrounds. More precisely, the intention of the empirical research conducted was to find out if there are any differences in employees’ perceptions of interpersonal relations in their companies depending on their backgrounds (demographic characteristics).

Demographic characteristics of employees that were expected to influence employees’ perceptions of interpersonal relations were: the country of origin, age, gender, educational level, hierarchical level, and size of the company for which they worked. The hypotheses embodying the demographic characteristics of employees were grouped in two sets. The first set consisted of one hypothesis, the main hypothesis of this research, and explored the influence of nationalities (the employee’s country of origin) on interpersonal relations. The second set explored the interdependence between the remaining demographic characteristics and perceptions of interpersonal relations in an organization. 

The issue of an employee’s country of origin was central in this study as the emphasis was on the importance of interpersonal relations at work for organizational performance and success. To be precise, the belief that prevails among employees and management theoreticians in Croatia is that interpersonal relations in Croatian companies are not given the right attention. This was proved by a survey conducted by Sikavica and Bahtijarević-Šiber (2004), one of the rare surveys investigating interpersonal relations in Croatian companies. One-third of the managers surveyed in the study stated that they behaved defensively when communicating with their superiors. Consequently, the first hypothesis of this research was:

H1 …   According to employees' perceptions, interpersonal relations at work in Croatia are not as good as in other countries encompassed by the study. 

The origins of the hypotheses dealing with the influence of the remaining employees’ demographic characteristics on their perceptions of interpersonal relations in their companies were the following:

(1)	Gender – Women are generally better than men in interpersonal skills, as statistically significant differences between the groups in many surveys conducted all around the world show (Rosener, 1990; Heim & Golant, 1993; Helgesen, 1995; Wajcman, 1996; Pološki, 2003). Namely, women generally have had more practice at some interpersonal skills than men, at least in cultures where girls are raised to be more attuned to feelings and their nuances than boys (Goleman, 1998). It can thus be assumed that women are more sensitive to interpersonal relations at work, and therefore perceive them as being not as good as men do:

H21 …	Women perceive interpersonal relations at work as worse than 
do men. 

(2)	Age – It is generally acknowledged that interpersonal skills can improve throughout life. In the normal course of a lifetime, they tend to increase as we learn to be more aware of our moods, to handle distressing emotions better, to listen and empathize – in short, as we become more mature (Goleman, 1998). To a large extent, maturity itself describes this process of becoming more intelligent about our relationships. Therefore, we presupposed that older people are more pleased with interpersonal relations in their companies because they are more benevolent:

H22 …	Older employees perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as better than do the younger ones.

(3)	Educational level – During the formal education process, pupils and students acquire different types of knowledge and skills, depending on the focus and length of their studies. When exposed to education longer, they develop various skills, and master them better. The same is said to be true of interpersonal skills. The higher the employee’s educational level, the better his/her interpersonal skills or at least his/her knowledge about what good interpersonal skills are. It is thus assumed that employees with a higher level of formal education are bigger critics of the existing level of interpersonal relations:

H23 …	Employees with higher levels of education perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as worse than do the less educated ones.

(4)	Hierarchical level – For lower level positions, there is a higher premium on technical abilities than on interpersonal ones. At higher levels, the interpersonal skills are those that matter more than technical skills in setting star performers apart. Consequently, it can be assumed that employees at upper hierarchical levels are more aware of the importance of those skills and, as a result, more critical about the level of interpersonal relations in their companies:

H24 …	Employees at upper hierarchical levels perceive interpersonal relations in their companies worse than do those at lower level occupations.

(5)	Size of company – It is widely acknowledged that smaller companies (measured in number of employees) have a higher rate of family atmosphere. Due to the smaller number of links between people and smaller number of hierarchical levels, communications in those companies are less formal and more open, and interpersonal relations are said to be more friendly and relaxed. Accordingly, the last hypothesis of our research was:








In order to accept/reject the stated hypotheses, we developed a questionnaire that consisted of four sets of questions. While the first set consisted of five demographic questions (gender, age, educational level, hierarchical level, and size of company), the other three sets consisted of questions concerning interpersonal relations: (1) overall perceptions of interpersonal relations in a company, (2) perceptions of superior – subordinate relations, and (3) perceptions of relations among peers.

The questionnaire was distributed via e-mail in 2003, which was the only method available to collect the data both for Croatian employees and employees worldwide. Different search engines were used to assess the knowledge of the working population in Croatia and abroad. Since the stratum was “knowledge workers” that - almost without exception - had access to the Internet, the argument that e-mail surveys are restricted to specific population segments was not of relevance. For the same reason, the usual potential bias regarding differences in Internet access among different age groups, education groups or regions was not to be taken into consideration either. Out of approximately 16,000 e-mail address owners that were contacted to participate in the study, the response rate was about 4.7%​[2]​. Since there are considerable variations in the rates of response to e-mail surveys (Oppermann, 1995), and it is not rare to conduct an e-mail survey and have a response rate of just around 5% (Ranchhod & Zhou, 2001), the low response rate in this study is acceptable. 

The sample consisted of a total of 758 respondents who participated in the study. Of this number, 66 percent were Croatians, and 34 percent from the rest of the world (by continents: 13.6% Europe, 9.0% North America, 4.1% Central and South America, 4.0% Asia, 1.8% Australia and New Zealand, and 1.5% Africa; by management style groups: 20.3% Western countries, 3.8% Transition and ex-transition countries (Croatia excluded), 1.6% Far East, and 8.2% other). A total of 69 national cultures were represented. The amount of male participants was 48.6%. The mean age of participants was 36.6 years, and the age range was 20 to 69 years. A total of 13.3% of participants finished high school, 13.5% have a college degree, 50.8% a university degree, and 22.4% finished a master or doctoral program. By the hierarchical level, 34.9% did not hold managerial positions, 18.4% were first line managers, 31.4% middle managers, and 15.3% top managers. A total of 35.6% were employed by large firms (with more than 400 employees), 31.2% by middle-size firms (50 to 400 employees), and 33.2% by small firms (less than 50 employees).





Research findings are presented in two sections: firstly, the impact of the country of origin on the employees’ perceptions of interpersonal relations in their organizations, and secondly, the impact of other demographic characteristics on the respondents’ perceptions of relationships among coworkers.  Also, findings are divided into three parts depending on the type of interpersonal relations they deal with: (1) overall perceptions of interpersonal relations in a company, (2) perceptions of superior – subordinate relations, and (3) perceptions of peer relations.

5.1. The impact of the country of origin on interpersonal relations

Three classifications of independent characteristics of “country of origin” were used when analyzing data. Variable “Origin 1” classified respondents into those from Croatia and those from abroad. Variable “Origin 2” classified respondents by continents. Variable “Origin 3” classified respondents according to the management style typical for their nationality​[3]​. However, as it will be shown, no matter which classification of the country of origin was used, the results were similar. 

5.1.1.	The interdependence between the country of origin and overall perceptions of interpersonal relations

In order to assess the overall perceptions of interpersonal relations in one’s company, the respondents were asked three questions.  Firstly, they were asked to evaluate how important for them are good interpersonal relations at work. As it can be seen from Figure 1, for Croatian employees, interpersonal relations at work are considerably less important than they are for employees around the world. When compared with respondents classified by management styles typical for their nationality, less concerned about interpersonal relations in their companies than Croatians were only employees from the Far East. When analyzed by continents, only respondents from North America perceive interpersonal relations in their companies less important than Croatian employees. Overall, although all the respondents agree that good interpersonal relations at work are important (on a scale from 1 to 5, the mean value was 4.13 with the standard deviation of 0.66), Croatians assigned noticeably lower importance to the subject matter.


Figure 1. The importance of good interpersonal relations at work, 
Croatian employees and employees worldwide 
	
Secondly, respondents were asked to evaluate, on a scale from one to five (1 = poor, 5 = excellent), the working atmosphere around them. The average value for Croatian employees was 3.12, just above the break point (values less than three signify an unpleasant working atmosphere), while the average value for non-Croatian employees was higher, 3.35.

Finally, respondents were asked to identify which type of communication was the most difficult one for them: communication with subordinates, peers or superiors. 

While Croatian employees find it most difficult to communicate with their superiors, employees worldwide find that communication with all three groups of their coworkers was equally difficult (Figure 2). 





 Communication with subordinates   
 Communication with peers    
 Communication with superiors

Figure 2. Most difficult type of communication, Croatian employees 
and employees worldwide 

However, the descriptive statistics do not provide sufficient information to evaluate whether interpersonal relations at work in Croatia are, according to employees' perceptions, better or worse than elsewhere in the world, and whether to accept/reject the first hypothesis. 

It is necessary to consider the correlation analysis findings as well 
(Table 1). 

Table 1. Correlations between the country of origin and 
overall perceptions of interpersonal relations in a company

Questions aboutinterpersonal relations in a company		Origin 1 (Croatia or abroad)	Origin 2(Continent)	Origin 3 (Management style)
How important are good interpersonal relations at work for you?	ς	0.107	0.108	0.114
	α	0.003	0.003	0.002
Evaluate the working atmosphere around you.	ς	0.096	0.092	0.089
	α	0.008	0.012	0.014
Which type of communication is the most difficult one for you?	ς	-0.125	-0.131	-0.129
	α	0.001	0.001	0.001

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 1 depicts that a respondent’s country of origin significantly correlates with his/her perceptions of interpersonal relations in his/her company. All three variables of origin are found to be significant for the respondents’ answers to all three questions. 

Accordingly, the percentage of the answers that significantly differ depending on the respondents’ country of origin is 100%. Compared to their counterparts around the world, Croatian employees are significantly less interested in good interpersonal relations at work, they perceive the working atmosphere around them as significantly less positive, and they experience substantial problems when dealing with a specific group of coworkers, namely, their superiors. 

5.1.2.	The interdependence between the country of origin and superior – subordinate relations





Figure 3. Perceptions of superior – subordinate relations,  
mean value for Croatian employees and employees worldwide 

As Figure 3 shows, all the obtained values, except for the Croatian value in the last question, signify that the respondents are positive about superior – subordinate relations in their companies (all values are bigger than three which is the break point between negative and positive perception). 

It could be argued that employees’ perceptions about their relations with their superiors should be better. In other words, they should be evaluated as being better.

Furthermore, Figure 3 shows that Croatian employees are less satisfied with how their bosses treat them. This also confirms their answer to the question “Do you think that your superior spends enough time with his/her subordinates?”. 

Croatian employees answered positively to that question in 40.4% of the cases, while employees from the rest of the world agreed with the statement in 61.2% of the cases. Nevertheless, in order to provide enough data for accepting/rejecting the first hypothesis of this research, it is necessary to take a look at the correlations between the country of origin and the perceptions of superior – subordinate relations.

Table 2. Correlations between the country of origin and 
perceptions of superior – subordinate relations

Questions aboutsuperior – subordinate relations		Origin 1(Croatia or abroad)	Origin 2(Continent)	Origin 3 (Management style)
How is your relationship with your superior?	ς	0.062	0.063	0.061
	α	0.091	0.086	0.095
How often does your superior allow his/her subordinates to participate in decision-making?	ς	0.024	0.025	0.029
	α	0.512	0.499	0.434
Does your superior consult you before making a decision?	ς	0.126	0.126	0.142
	α	0.001	0.001	0.000
Are you free to tell your opinion to your superior?	ς	0.049	0.037	0.050
	α	0.187	0.310	0.172
Are you free to decide what to do on your job rather than being told by your superior?	ς	0.129	0.114	0.126
	α	0.000	0.002	0.001
How often do you oppose your superior?	ς	0.217	0.216	0.213
	α	0.000	0.000	0.000
How often does your superior give praises for a work well done?	ς	0.192	0.190	0.190
	α	0.000	0.000	0.000
Do you think that your superior spends enough time with his/her subordinates?	ς	0.196	0.196	0.199
	α	0.000	0.000	0.000

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 shows that 63% of the answers (5 out of 8) significantly differ depending on the country of origin of the respondents. Croatian employees are significantly less frequently consulted by their superiors, they are significantly less free to decide how to perform their jobs, they are significantly less frequently praised by their superiors, and their superiors spend significantly less time with them. On top of that, they oppose their superiors significantly less, meaning that they are less allowed to do that.

5.1.3.	The interdependence between the country of origin and peer relations

In order to evaluate the interdependence between the country of origin and peer relations, the respondents were asked five questions. A five-point scale was used, one being the worst evaluation and five being the best evaluation when considering interpersonal relations at work. 

The respondents were asked if they feel like part of a team, how often they find themselves in conflict situations with their peers, how strong competition among peers is in terms of advancement, if they hang out with their peers outside of work, and how often they do that. 

Both the Croatian employees and employees worldwide feel like a part of a team (MCRO = 3.85; MWORLD = 3.96), they rarely find themselves in conflict situations with their peers (MCRO = 2.38; MWORLD = 2.39), and they perceive that the competition among peers in their companies concerning advancement is weak or moderate (MCRO = 2.83; MWORLD = 2.64). While 45.9% of Croatians socialize with their peers outside of work, employees outside of Croatia do that in 39.7% of the cases. On average, Croatians socialize with their peers outside of work more times a week than employees outside of Croatia (Figure 4). 


Figure 4. The frequency of socializing with peers outside of work,
Croatian employees and employees worldwide 
Although there were some differences in the answers between the Croatian employees and employees worldwide concerning peer relations, those differences were not significant. To be precise, the correlation analysis did not yield any significant differences between the answers of the Croatian employees and employees worldwide. 

To facilitate the acceptance/rejection of the first hypothesis, it is necessary once more to consider the percentage of the answers concerning interpersonal relations at work that significantly differ depending on the country of origin (Table 3), as well as the signs of correlation coefficients (Tables 1 and 2).

As it is shown in Table 3, overall perceptions of interpersonal relations differ significantly depending on the country of origin in 100% of the cases, perceptions of superior – subordinate relations in 63% of the cases, and there are no significant differences in peer relations. However, when considering the total percentage of the answers that differ, Croatian employees perceive interpersonal relations in their companies differently than the employees worldwide in 50% of the cases. 

Table 3. The percentage of answers that significantly differ 
depending on the country of origin of the respondents

	Field of questions	Origin 1 (Croatia or abroad)	Origin 2(Continent)	Origin 3 (Management style)
The percentage of answers that significantly differ depending on the country of origin of the respondents	Interpersonal relations	100% (3 out of 3)	100% (3 out of 3)	100% (3 out of 3)
	Superior – subordinate relations	63% (5 out of 8)	63% (5 out of 8)	63% (5 out of 8)
	Peer relations	0% (0 out of 5)	0% (0 out of 5)	0% (0 out of 5)
	TOTAL	50% (8 out of 16)	50% (8 out of 16)	50% (8 out of 16)

Furthermore, when considering the frequencies of the answers and signs of correlation coefficients, it is noticed that Croatian employees perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as altogether less positive.

Altogether, it can be concluded that the first hypothesis (H1) of this research is accepted. Interpersonal relations at work in Croatia are, according to the employees' perceptions, not as good as those worldwide.
The causes of that discrepancy were not the issue explored in this article. However, the authors believe that the difference lies in the fact that interpersonal relations are still at the end of Croatian managers’ list of tasks and responsibilities. Croatian managers not only lack formal training in interpersonal skills, but also neglect the importance of those skills for organizational existence, growth and development. There are many reasons for that, both objective and subjective. 

For instance, Croatian managers still struggle with transition and restructuring processes, strategic turnarounds, redundancies and downsizing, so interpersonal relations are still not the focus of their attention. Furthermore, their management style is predominantly autocratic. 

In other words, they are not people-oriented managers. Finally, they neglect the human side of their enterprises due to the fact that the Croatian business culture is still predominantly a “masculine culture”. 
5.2.	The impact of age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size on interpersonal relations

In order to assess the influence of the respondents’ age, gender, education, as well as their hierarchical level and the size of the companies they work for on their perceptions of interpersonal relations, the correlation analysis between those demographic characteristics and the same questions mentioned in the previous chapter was conducted. 

Again, the respondents’ answers were divided into three sections: overall perceptions of interpersonal relations, perceptions of superior – subordinate relations, and perceptions of peer relations. 

5.2.1.	The interdependence between age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size, and overall perceptions of interpersonal relations

Table 4 shows that overall respondents’ perceptions of interpersonal relations in their companies are not influenced either by their age or educational level, yet, there is a slight influence (33% of the cases) of their gender, hierarchical level or size of the company for which they work. 

Table 4. Correlations between age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size, and overall perceptions of interpersonal relations in a company

Questions aboutinterpersonal relations in a company		Age	Gender	Educational level	Hierarchical level	Size of company
How important for you are good interpersonal relations at work?	ς	-0.001	0.006	0.033	0.067	-0.093
	α	0.982	0.861	0.369	0.067	0.011
Evaluate the working atmosphere around you!	ς	-0.005	0.000	0.045	0.064	-0.050
	α	0.885	0.996	0.212	0.081	0.170
Which type of communication is the most difficult one to you?	ς	0.058	0.094	-0.072	-0.144	0.018
	α	0.140	0.014	0.062	0.000	0.634

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

To be precise, women find it significantly harder to communicate with their superiors, and communications between different hierarchical levels are reverse-proportional (the higher in the hierarchy one is, the more difficult it is to communicate with lower level positions, and vice versa) (Figure 5). 

Also, the bigger the company is, the less important interpersonal relations are for the respondent. 

Figure 5. Most difficult type of communication, 




5.2.2.	The interdependence of age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size, and superior – subordinate relations

Table 5 proves that there is an obvious interdependence between selected demographic characteristics of respondents and their answers concerning superior-subordinate relations.

The older employees’ opinion is that participation in decision-making is not very common, and that their superiors do not spend a sufficient amount of time with their subordinates. However, they think that their superiors consult them regularly, and that they are free to design their job on their own. In addition, they oppose their superiors more often than younger employees. Women also think that employees are not allowed to participate in decision-making as much as they should be, and particularly that women are those that are not consulted often, that they are not free to tell their opinion and not permitted to oppose their superiors. More educated employees believe that they are asked for their opinion more often, and that they are free to express their opinion when they think it is needed. They believe to be more independent when designing their own jobs, they oppose their superiors on a regular basis, and are more positive about their superiors’ ability to give praises. 
Table 5. Correlations between age, gender, education, hierarchical level 
and company size, and perceptions of superior – subordinate relations

Questions aboutsuperior – subordinate relations		Age	Gender	Educational level	Hierarchical level	Size of company
How would you assess your relationship with your superior?	ς	-0.015	-0.003	0.046	0.044	-0.038
	α	0.687	0.938	0.210	0.231	0.301
How often does your superior allow his/her subordinates to participate in decision-making?	ς	-0.104	0.082	0.064	-0.023	0.026
	α	0.006	0.025	0.080	0.540	0.488
Does your superior consult you before making a decision?	ς	0.125	-0.084	0.126	0.248	-0.093
	α	0.001	0.023	0.001	0.000	0.012
Are you free to tell your opinion to your superior?	ς	0.052	-0.144	0.130	0.156	-0.012
	α	0.168	0.000	0.000	0.000	0.755
Are you free to decide what to do on your job rather than being told by your superior?	ς	0.112	-0.086	0.191	0.160	-0.047
	α	0.003	0.019	0.000	0.000	0.205
How often do you oppose your superior?	ς	0.126	-0.089	0.142	0.207	-0.079
	α	0.001	0.016	0.000	0.000	0.032
How often does your superior give praises for work well done?	ς	-0.045	-0.023	0.079	0.033	-0.017
	α	0.236	0.529	0.032	0.377	0.642
Do you think that your superior spends enough time with his/her subordinates?	ς	-0.091	-0.064	0.031	0.000	0.009
	α	0.015	0.080	0.402	0.994	0.801

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Employees at upper hierarchical levels are also more frequently consulted by their superiors, feel freer to express their views and design their own jobs, and oppose their superiors more often. Finally, employees in larger organizations are less often consulted by their superiors, and are not so eager to oppose them.

Overall, the respondents’ answers concerning superior – subordinate relations vary in 63% of the cases depending on their age and educational level, in 50% of the cases depending on their gender and hierarchical level, and in 25% of the cases depending on the size of the company for which they work. 

5.2.3.	The interdependence between age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size, and peer relations

Table 6 depicts a rare and weak interdependence between the selected demographic characteristics and the respondents’ perceptions of peer relations.

Specifically, respondents’ answers concerning peer relations differ in 16% of the cases depending on their independent characteristics (4 out of 25 cases). To be more precise, women perceive competition among peers to be stronger.

Table 6. Correlations between age, gender, education, hierarchical level
and company size, and perceptions of peer relations

Questions aboutpeer relations		Age	Gender	Educational level	Hierarchical level	Size of company
Do you feel like part of a team?	ς	0.052	-0.062	0.040	0.116	-0.067
	α	0.164	0.089	0.277	0.001	0.068
How often do you find yourself in a conflict situation with your colleagues?	ς	0.066	-0.048	-0.020	0.166	0.047
	α	0.077	0.191	0.591	0.000	0.202
How strong is competition among colleagues in your company concerning advancement?	ς	0.023	0.081	-0.013	-0.004	0.225
	α	0.532	0.028	0.732	0.915	0.000
Do you socialize with your colleagues outside work?	ς	-0.010	-0.068	0.058	0.109	-0.054
	α	0.785	0.062	0.112	0.003	0.144
How often do you socialize with your colleagues outside work?	ς	-0.022	-0.046	-0.028	-0.022	0.006
	α	0.659	0.350	0.567	0.650	0.902

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).





Figure 6. Socializing with peers outside work, by hierarchical level

Nevertheless, when considering the percentage of answers concerning peer relations that significantly differ depending on the demographic characteristics of respondents, we come to the conclusion that the hierarchical level is the only demographic variable that considerably influences respondents’ answers. Namely, in 3 out of 5 questions (60%), respondents’ answers significantly vary depending on that attribute. In order to accept/reject the five hypotheses related to the respondents’ demographic characteristics discussed in this section, it is necessary to reflect once more on the percentages of the respondents’ answers that significantly differ depending on those characteristics (Table 7). 

Table 7. The percentage of answers that significantly differ depending on 
age, gender, education, hierarchical level and company size 

	Field of questions	Age	Gender	Educational level	Hierarchical level	Size of company
Percentage of answers that significantly differ depending on the demographic characteristics of respondents	Interpersonal relations	0% (0 out of 3)	33% (1 out of 3)	0% (0 out of 3)	33% (1 out of 3)	33% (1 out of 3)
	Superior – subordinate relations	63% (5 out of 8)	50% (4 out of 8)	63% (5 out of 8)	50% (4 out of 8)	25% (2 out of 8)
	Peer relations	0% (0 out of 5)	20% (1 out of 5)	0% (0 out of 5)	60% (3 out of 5)	20% (1 out of 5)
	TOTAL	31% (5 out of 16)	38% (6 out of 16)	31% (5 out of 16)	50% (8 out of 16)	25% (4 out of 16)
	As exhibited in Table 7, except for the hierarchical level of respondents, which influences the respondents’ answers in 50% of the cases, other demographic characteristics are not of major influence. In other words, the respondents’ perceptions of interpersonal relations in their companies are similar regardless of their age, gender, educational level or company size.

For the acceptance/rejection of the remaining hypotheses this means the following:
(1)	The hypothesis that women perceive interpersonal relations at work as worse than do men (H21) is not accepted. 
(2)	The hypothesis that older employees perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as better than do the younger ones (H22) is not accepted.
(3)	The hypothesis that employees with higher levels of education perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as worse than do the less educated ones (H23) is not accepted.
(4)	The hypothesis that employees that work in smaller companies perceive interpersonal relations in their companies as better than do those at bigger ones (H25) is not accepted.




The saying goes, “It’s all done with people.” If the human ingredient is ignored, nothing else will work as well as it could. In the years to come, companies in which people collaborate best will have a competitive edge (Goleman, 1998). It has become obvious that the more the organizational climate nourishes interpersonal competencies, the more effective and productive it will be (Goleman, 1998). On top of that, the group’s intelligence, the synergistic interaction of every person’s best talents, is then maximized. 

This research confirmed that good interpersonal relations at work are important (the respondents think that they are reasonably to extremely important). Moreover, the research revealed that some nations or cultures pay more attention to interpersonal relations in the working environment and therefore, according to the respondents’ perceptions, enjoy better interpersonal relations at work. In particular, the correlation analysis showed that the Croatian employees perceive interpersonal relations at work in Croatia as significantly worse than employees worldwide.

In addition to the influence of the country of origin on interpersonal relations in companies, the study also focused on the interdependence between demographic characteristics of employees such as their age, gender, educational and hierarchical levels, the size of their companies, and their perceptions of interpersonal relations. However, there was no significant influence either on the overall perceptions of interpersonal relations, or on the perceptions of superior – subordinate or peer relations.

Finally, since this research showed that interpersonal relations at work in Croatia are not as good as those worldwide (Croatian employees perceive the working atmosphere around them as significantly less positive, they are significantly less frequently consulted by their superiors, significantly rarely praised, their superiors spend significantly less time with them, etc.), it is suitable to finish this article with a couple of suggestions as how to improve interpersonal relations in Croatia. What Croatian employees should do, irrespective of their vertical or horizontal positions, is to communicate with each other frequently and frankly, to actively listen to each other, and be empathetic. Managers should adopt the participative management style, and teamwork, collaboration and cooperation should characterize companies while achieving shared goals.
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^1	  Commonly, interpersonal skills cover seven areas (Forrest & Knasel, 1989 in Luzio-Lockett, 1995): listening, understanding, advising, supporting, making and breaking a relationship, self-awareness, and confronting (ability to help colleagues confront their personal problems).
^2	  We contacted about 6,000 Croatian employees and 10,000 employees worldwide. The response rate for Croatia was about 8.3%, while the response rate for the world was about 2.6%. We believe that the difference between the response rates is due to the fact that Croatian employees are still not overloaded with different e-mail surveys as employees around the world are.
^3	  In addition to the Croatian respondents that constituted a separate group, there were four management style groups: (1) Western countries, characterized by the American management style,  (2) Far East countries, characterized by the Japanese management style, (3) Countries in transition or ex-transition countries, still characterized by the management style somewhere between the capitalistic way of doing business and rudiments of socialism, and (4) Other, without distinctive management style characteristics.
